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THE GOLDEN YEARS
The years before 1914 seem, to those of us who remember them, a
happy time In history, though now, in writing this, I doubt whether they
were as happy as we think they were. Underneath the fair surface of our
national life there was grim poverty, undernourishment of men,
women and children, overcrowding in the slums, the insecurity of casual
labour and much human tragedy. But much of that was hidden and un-
revealed to the well-do-do classes, and to the rich who were having their
last innings before crushing taxation bore down on them.
Even to me, who had glimpses of the underworld and apprehensions
of international conflict, that time before August 1914 seems rose-
coloured, and gay, and glittering. There was an epidemic of pageantry
in England. An ex-schoolmaster named Louis Parker started the idea,
and this revival of history in living counterfeit became popular all over
the country. Dressing up in the costumes of their ancestors was an
amusing pastime for the inhabitants of country towns, and local
records were searched for historical episodes.
The Oxford pageant was most splendid and sumptuous, and a great
deal of money was spent upon it. The pageant master was a young man
named Frank Lascelles who enlisted the aid of Beerbohm Tree. Its
living pictures of the Court of Charles I were extraordinarily beautiful
with masses of lovely ladies in silken frocks and ringlets, and with
crowds of undergraduates in Stuart dress. I have forgotten the name of
the man who played Charles, riding at the head of his Cavaliers, but he
was astoundingly like the portrait by Vandyke.
I went to a pageant in Norfolk where one of the scenes was the
homage paid to Mary Tudor by twenty-two Norfolk gentlemen. The
men who played those parts bore the same names and held the same land
as their ancestors, showing the unbroken continuity of our landed
gentry.
At St. Albans the Romans walked again in English meadows, and in a
later scene the bowmen of England let loose their arrows in thick flight
which screamed through the air, because each arrow had a shrill-
sounding whistle for dramatic effect. I was keen on all that, and
wandered about those pageant grounds talking with young knights in
armour, with monks and nuns, and Chaucer's pilgrims, and Plantagenet
ladies, and Danish vikings, and Saxon kings. Was it some unconscious
awareness of the great ordeal to come which made us look back to the
long roll call of English history, and to our saints, and heroes, and